Glimpses of Punjabi Culture
In The Heer of Waris Shah

Dr. Ismatullah Zahid "
Abstract

There arose many poets in the Punjab who earnestly
endeavored to depict the colorful and panoramic
culture of the Punjab but none of them was as
successful as was the legend of the Punjab Waris Shah.
Waris has portrayed the culture of the Punjab with all
its colors and shades through his poetic rendition in
form of the Heer. He has narrated so plainly norms and
customs of the Punjab of his time that they to some
extant are same even today in one shape or the other.
This article deals with the Waris Shah’s depiction of
the Punjab through his master piece the Heer.

The quality of an original writer is that he formulates his ideas
and thoughts for his literary endeavors from his atmosphere and
surrounding. Since people find a glimpse of their happiness, worries
and wishes through it, his work becomes more valuable indigenously.
If a poet has employed whatever surrounds him in his work, a unique
novelty comes forth which may rightly be declared the base of any
culture/civilization representing the feelings and emotions of that
particular people. A keen study of the ‘Heer of Waris Shah’ reveals
that he has employed his observation, feeling and knowledge in his
verse. Doing so, he has not resorted at all, to artificiality and
hypocrisy. Instead, he has maintained originality thoroughly. Owing
to this quality, a vibrant and dynamic rural Punjab of that period can
be perceived through the ‘Heer’. Waris Shah(b1707) (1) begins
composing his verse mentioning the very rural culture. Through his
description, we can feel the rural culture of that time with all its colors
and beauties. Here are the strong and energetic farmers ploughing the
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fields and there are beautiful girls who stop the working bulls with
their beautiful gesturing. According to Waris Shah the land of the
Punjab has been transformed into a paradise by the hard work of the
farmers:
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There are flowing five rivers on the land of the Punjab
resembling a hand containing five fingers on a man’s chest. Silver -
like water of these rivers irrigate brown clay resulting into golden
crops like wheat, silver cotton, green maize and more than eight feet
high sugar cane. In the ‘Heer’, farmers are seen here and there busy in
ploughing, sowing, watering and finally harvesting crops, sounds of
bells in bulls’ necks, giggling and swinging of children, strolling of
the young girls, shivering ground with their heels in moonlight,
holding of elders’ court, sounds of milk blowing, mellifluous calling
of Fajr prayer, reciting of the holy Qur’an by the children, whirling of
hand spinning machine, ballad singing young men, wrestling youths in
local festivals, playing of fire work at bride-groom’s arrival, playing
of musical instruments, songs sung by gypsy women, folk songs of
bride’s friends, song competition of boys and girls, searching of
wedding ring in butter-less milk’s bowl by bride and groom,
demanding for tip by down-trodden , imploring of saints, to cut short a
long story, the ‘Heer’ contains every colour and aspect of life. Waris
Shah has presented the social life of that period briefly yet
comprehensively. Even today villagers practice the adage ‘early to bed
and early to rise’.

The norm of morning in our time is same as was in the period
of Waris Shah. With the chirping of sparrow, travelers get ready for
their travel, women start blowing milk, farmers begin to plough, sound
of bulls’ bells resonate streets and bazars, courtyards of mosques
reverberate with Azan and recitation of the holy Qura’an. Everybody
looks happy. It seems that the whole village is up and everything has
turned to be lively:
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Waris Shah has presented culture of the Punjab in its true
form. His Punjab was away from the industrial revolution. His Punjab
is of chopals and elders’ court. In modern days, radio and TV are
available everywhere but at that time, folk lore and romantic folk
stories were the main source of enjoyment. Playing of flute by the like
of Ranjha makes one’s eye to roll down tears and so comes out the
secrets lie deep in hearts. The listeners begin remembering their own
suffering of love. It is why many Ranjhas and Heers gather around a
flute playing Ranjha:
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Though the British introduced court system in the subcontinent
but in rural Punjab the court of elders remained intact until Waris
Shah’s period. Everybody, young or old, rich or poor could approach
the elders’ court for justice. Everybody honored its verdicts and the
court had to administer justice. Nobody could stop the aggrieved to
approach the court. The vivid example of importance of the court’s
verdict is when Kaidu approached the court and finally dragged
Chochak to court and forced him to bear witness to his daughter’s
perversion in the jungle. Despite being the chief of the village,
Chochak was forced by his brothers’ court decision to give his
daughter’s hand to Khaira instead Ranjha. This system of elders’ court
exists even today in many of our villages. This system is so strong that
our judicial system gives weight to its decisions.

The villagers residing nearby banks of the river come across
with black Luddens- the sailors-while crossing the river through boats.
These Ludden are seen in the ‘Heer’ in full swing when there is flood
in the river. Only money they love in such situations. They do not
believe in humanity and service to humanity. They behave so rudely
as has been mentioned by Waris Shah. Ignoring the miseries of the
people, Ludden says:
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Waris Shah has depicted the cultural life of the Punjab in
minute detail and has mentioned even smaller things. Folk songs and
local sports present the romantic life of the Punjab and at the same
time these events are tool to get through the hot waters. The young
ones learn different tactics unconsciously while playing games. These
tactics help a lot in their life. Ranjha drives his buffalos to the river
whereas Heer jumps into the river along with her sixty friends. Heer
and her friends play many games as describes Waris Shah in the
following:
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In the village, small boys are nicknamed and obviously bad
ones since childhood and these names replaced the original ones when
they are grown-up. Shah has described so many names of such types.
For example the name of Ranjha’s father was Fakhruddin or Moj Din
but he was known by his nickname of Mojo Chaudry. Similarly, the
mother of Heer calls her servants such as Olia Nai, Alfo Mochi,
Mojman Wagi, Dhudhi Macchi, Fattu Kalal and Baila Chohra etc.

The rejoice of people of the Punjab is expressed through the
rites and customs which are observed on the eve of wedding. Marriage



ceremonies are held even today in the same fashion as was narrated in
the marriage ceremony of Khaira’s in the ‘Heer’ by Waris Shah.
It seems as the village has been attacked given the hulla baloo of the
marriage ceremony. Music and fire work are played on the eve as if
some victorious emperor has entered that village. Waris Shah has
depicted the marriage ceremony of the Khaira’s in the following
manner:
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Display of fire work is as follows:
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On the one hand the marriage ceremony depicts attackers and
on the other gloomy ballads of bride’s sisters and maternal and
paternal aunties as if representing a defeated army.(9) The former
example can be understood by the coming party of the bridegroom,
the latter by the welcoming party of the bride. The bride’s relatives,
abuses the groom’s party but the latter take it with pleasure. Utmost
hospitality is extended to the groom’s party nonetheless the custom of
singing gloomy ballads have died down now a days. Here Khairas are
seen served with cold water on the arrival whereas the lower casts are
busy in serving to their horses. Cots are decorated with colorful bed
clothing and fresh Huqqqa is served to them. Eunuchs and dancing
girls are dancing while the gypsy women wishing them the happy
wedding. Some friends of groom are intoxicated with alcohol.
Drinking was a common scene in the wedding. Though these customs
have been changed now yet their traces are found in some far-off
villages. Meals of different types are served with desserts of many
flavors. There were many kinds of meals and sweets in Waris’s
period. Here are some meals and sweets to name a few: Suein patti,
Jhona, basmati, Musafri, Baigmi, Suthi, Karchal, Sayala, Kart, Kantal,
Anukhala, Tera and sweets:Nugday, Shakrparay, Ghuran, jalaib, Gull
Bahisht, Bondi, Laddu, Tikkian, Kalagand, Makhny, Mithay, Khajor,



Parakri, Smosay, Unddersay, Kachori and Porian etc.(10) Clothes and
ornaments have been women’s necessity in every age.

The Punjab has always been a land of prosperity. So its people
are very strong both physically and mentally and so are the ways of
their women’s beautifying themselves. Not only women but men also
wear the ornaments. Waris Shah has given detail of these ornaments
as: Kangan, Zanjiri, Haar, Longir, Kapuran, Panotay, Gajray, Pohnchi,
Hamail, Mala, Mehr, Bacchway, Kombohi, Chonp, Kalyan, Alyan,
Pazaib, Ghugranalan, Kanphol, Sesphol, Askandri, Nehri, Bairalian,
Jhumkey, Haskurey, Bola/bolaq, Chorian, Jugni, Tikka, Bazoband
etc.(11) Ornaments of men were: Rings, Naitan, Kainthay, etc. Since
cotton was a crop of the Punjab, cloth of both low and fine quality had
been woven. Waris has mentioned the clothing as under: Lachay,
Khais, Salarian, Panjtani, Choria, Cchop, Cchile(Hashyehdar
phulkari)Charsuti, Basati, Ghagrey, Paggan, Kamkhawb, Bokband,
Zari, Charkhanyeh, Doriayeh, Malmal, Gulbadan etc(12) and utensils
are: Platers, Cchanay, Karahyan, Karch, Thaal, Spoons, Paraat,
Daigchey, Loh, Bailway Chamchey, Dhohni Daigchey, Khanchey,
Taas and Daigan etc.

The groom is made to sit on the bed and sisters of the bride
and her friends crack jokes on him and even sometimes the groom and
his companion have to suffer some mild physical torture. This is a
very tough time for the groom and his companion. The groom’s
intelligence is tested by asking difficult questions. In short, he is
teased in many ways. He seems to be a thief surrounded by pious
people. Waris Shah has depicted this situation as follows:
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Waris Shah has thoroughly represented the Punjabi culture. He
has over looked no caste or creed in his work. He has mentioned
professions of each caste. So he has presented a true picture of social
fabric of the Punjab.(14)

Heer and Ranjha are two main characters of this folk lore.
Waris has presented the characters of Punjabi man and woman
through them. Heer represents the feminine beauty of Punjab whereas
Ranjha manly qualities of the Punjabi folk. It is why both characters
are dear to everybody as we find ourselves in them.

Feudalism has been very apparent in the history of the Punjab.
The lower castes have been serving the feudal and bearing their
cruelties. Though political awakening has diminished the role of the
haves yet it was very strong in Waris’s period.

Hospitality has been a distinct quality of the Punjab culture.
Inns were built for travelers and the generous local well-off bore the
expenses of these inns. The Punjab was badly entangled in tribal
system side by side feudalism. Class system was very much prevalent.
The housing of the lower castes was away from the feudals’. The
following verses candidly present the picture of social system of
Waris’s period:
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The lower castes had to serve and in return they earned no
honour. Instead, their daughters were considered to be pervert and
immodest. Their only crime was to be born into lower castes.
Daughters and sons of upper castes were too involved in love affair.
Both Heer and Ranjha belonged to rich families. When asked not to
meet Ranjha, Heer answered her mother:
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According to Heer’s mother daughters of cobbler, washer man,
black smith and the likes could be pervert and arrogant:
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This social set up reveals that in Waris’s period only rich
considered themselves to be honorable whereas the poor were
considered to be without any honor.

Shah has also thrown light on the education system in the
Punjab. Mosques and religious seminaries were used for educational
purposes. Only special people would get education and religious clerk
or Qazi taught them. Waris has given the list of books taught in
seminaries which makes it clear that at that time the Dars-e-Nizami
system was prevailing. Since a few used to get education and most of
the people relied on religious clerk for knowledge, the clerk preferred
crispy talks. This crispness comes forward on the night when Ranjha
was forced to spend in nearby mosque where he exchanged hot words
with the clerk:
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The clerk finally allowed him to spend night in mosque saying:
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The Punjab is land of saints, mystics and Sufis. They have
been revered in every period. Waris’s period was of common culture
where Muslim, Hindu, Sikh, and Christian lived together
harmoniously. They used to respect every religious leader. When
Ranjha in disguise of a beggar reached Rangpur where every woman
welcomed him as a saint. Waris’s genius has visualized this event
saying that arrival of Ranjha became the talk of the town and
everybody was rushing towards him to attain his/her unfulfilled desire:
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Similes, metaphors and historic illustrations employed in the
Heer are connected directly to the land of the Punjab. Some of similes
and parallels have been taken from daily usage of the language:
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Heer pretends to be stung by a snake. Waris narrates this situation as
follows:
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Balnaath advises Ranjha to avoid falling in any woman’s love and he
retaliated saying:
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It comes after keen observation that all these similies represent
the culture of the Punjab in one way or the other.

Waris Shah’s Heer is rich with the pearls of wisdom resulted
out of Punjab’s culture and civilization. They are not found in books
rather they are the outcome of centuries’ old experience. Generally,
the urbanite think themselves superior to the rural intellectually and
the rurals’ simplicity to be their ignorance. As a matter of fact this is
not true. We have to agree with Waris Shah who thinks the urbanite’s
intellect is academic whereas the rurals’ intellect is experimental and
empirical based on nature. Wisdom found in proverbs and maxims is
purely production of rural areas. Examples may be seen in the Heer to
confirm this statement:
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In the light of these verses Waris Shah’ Heer may rightly be
declared the Dewan of Punjab or the Art Gallery of Punjab.

To cut the long story short, in Waris Shah’s Heer, the Punjab
reflects in the way Khyber Pakhtunkhwa in Pushtu’s famous poet
Khushhal Khan Khattak and Rahman Baba and Sindh in Shah Adul
Latif Bhitai and Baluchistan in Jam Durk. The culture of the Punjab
depicted by Waris Shah in the Heer has not changed despite the lapse
of more than two centuries.
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